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BUYING WOMEN'S STREET DRESSES (MAN-MADE FIBERS AND corron)2/ 
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I. Assumption: 


Extension clothing specialists can afford to spend the time for 
taking leadership in providing help to homemakers on buying street 
dresses, because: 


1. Women often complain that dresses do not hold their appearance 
or that they fail in some way in cleaning or washing; or that 
the buttons, belt, or trimmings do not hold up. But they do 
not seem to be able to profit from a sad experience by becom- 
ing better buyers next time. ‘Vide advertising of new fibers 
and blends has stimulated many questions from homemakers to 
home demonstration agents. 


Ze Studies of Family Clothing Supplies by the Bureau of Human 
Nutrition and Home Economics showod that rayon or silk 
dresses were a comparatively high item among the average 
yearly clothing expenditures for wives. 


Minneapolis Mecker and af 
~ St. Paul Wright Counties 
(Minnesota) (Minneapolis) 


1948-49 1949-50 
For wives, rayon silk dresses -- $17.00 $10.00 


Source: Preliminary Report No. 1. Family Clothing Inventories 
by Income. Minneapolis-St. Paul, 1949; Preliminary 
Report No. 2. Family Clothing Purchases by Income. 
Minneapolis-St. Paul, 1945-1949; and unpublished data 
by the BHNHE, U. S. D. A» 


Other items that ranked high were fur coats, wool suits, nylon 
hose, and shoes for street, dress, work, or sport. Among the 
items that ranked high in averages yearly expenditures, rayon 
silk dresses, nylon hose, and shoes were the ones owned by more 
than’ 90 percent of the wives. The results of these studies, 
then, ‘would confirm the choice of street dresses as a good 
item to use for mass media and for "planting seeds" in inter= 
esting all women in buymanship programs. 


1/7 Prepared by Alice Tinn, Extension Clothing Specialist, U. S. Depart- 
ment of Agriculture, Washington 25, De C. May 1, 1952. 

2/ Farm-operator families. If the expenditures by Meeker-Wright fami- 
lies were adjusted for the price changes in the year between the 
studies, the figure would be slightly higher. 
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Ti. Objectives: 


1. To give homemakers in medium-inoome brackets information that 
will help then buy medium-priced ($ to $ ) dresses which 


will hold their appearance for a reasonable length of time ( yrs. 
to yrse). 


III. Background: What does the specialist need to lnow? 


Manufacturers and distributors of clothing with a more or less 
national market may be very much interested in national figures 
showing income, spending, and price trends. The comty home dem- 
onstration agent and the local retailer are more interested in 

the income brackets of families living in their county or trading 
area and the market and employment conditions there. The special- 
ist is in between and has an interest in knowing national and Stato 
facts so she can better help the agent evaluate local trends. 


1. Distribution of family income. In the United States nearly one- 
third of the families have incomes of less than $2,000. Of 
course a farm family,with a money income of $2,000 wald have 
more available cash than a family with the same income in a 
city. Who are those families with less than $2,000 in a given 
community? Are they mostly familics with yowmg children, or 
are they retired couples? To which ones would buying clothes 
be a money problem? To which families is clothing important 
socially? Is there a difference in the desires of a low-income 
family living in a community where the whole community has about 
the same income and those where the community ranges from high 
to low? Is it the money they spend in dollars that is important 


to them? Or is it the fecling of being as well dressed as their 
neighbors? 


fore than a third of the families in the United States are in the 
ge ,000 to $4,000 income group. Are they the "good customers" in a 
small town community? Are they the ones that influence the kind of 
dresses a merchant stocks? What is the difference in the way they 
spend for clothes and the way a family of the same income living 

in an urbanized area spends for clothes?. 


Less than a third of the families living in the United States have 
incomes of more than $4,000. They have the most dollar votes in the 
clothing market. What is the difference in the way a woman from this 
group buys a street dress and the way that one from the $1,000 group 
buys it? Which one asks about care? Which one can afford to have { 
a dress shrink now and then? Or, on the other hand, do women with 
little money accept the fact thet they must buy the cheapest, save 

it for good, and not ever have it cleaned? 


* 
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Can we reach familics in various income brackets by the same methods? 
Which ones are the "joiners"? Which ones come to extension and 
express their wants? Which ones are best rexched through mass 

media? Homemakers with more means sometimes find it easier to give 
time for volunteer leadership. Aro they acceptable as leaders to 
homemakers with less money to spend? Is there a difference in the 
freedon with which homemakers talk in a group about spending money, 
because of the differences in the amomts they have available to 
spend? Is there a better way to teach buymanship than through the 
group discussion approach? Or, does the success of the group approach 
depend on the way it is handled? Did many of the homemakers inter- 
viewed talk freely about price? How many retailers listed price as 

a& primary interest of the women? 


Percentage distribution cf families by 1949 income 
United North North 


Income States East Central South West 
Tnder $1,000 ------------ 15 °&2x&31L 12 ‘Daou Lh 
$1,000 = 1,999 ----------- 16 11 13 ro 3 
$2,000 = 2,999 ----------- 18 19 19 18 it; 
$3,000 = 3,999 -----------~ 20 22 22 15 22 
$4,000 = 4,999 ----~-~---- 2 14 13 9 14 
$5,000 ~ 5,999 ----------- 8 9 9 5 g 
$6,000 and over --------<- Le 14 12 8 14 


Source: Bureau of the Census (U. Se Dept. of Commerce, 
Washington 25, D. C. (1950 Census of Population, Prelimi- 
nary Report, Series PC-7, No.» Ze) 


2e Trends in incomes and spending. 


As & group, consumers spend more for clothing as they have more 

to spend. Clothing expenditures are always a big item in personal 
expenditures. Disposable income more than doubled from 1941 to 
1950, as did expenditures for clothing. Prices went up but not 

as much as disposable income. 


In considering this income figure it is well to remember that 
population increased from 151,129,000 in 1940 to 150,697,000 in 
1950, and that the two age groups where the greatest increase 
occurred were the under 5 and over 75. Though not all families 
benefit equally from rising incomes, a general knowledge of 
trends in incomes and prices can help an agent in evaluating 
comments about prices which often come up in meetings. National 
figures would probably be more comparable to urbanized areas than 
to other areas. 


The price trends shcow that clothing prices increased slightly more 

than the general trend, but that rayon dress prices increased less 

than 50 percent from 1941 to 1950. Have women shown less interest 

in making their ow rayon dresses than in making garments that wont 
up more in price? 
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OF TS ; 
* 
Personal income and expenditures K 
Sides 1950 1949 1941 1935 
Disposable personal income(billions of dollars)204.5 186.4 02.0 BBO 
Personal consumption expenditures " " Ai . 1935.6 180.2 8263 5602 Ki. 
Clothing, accessories, and jewelry" " " = 22,9 22.9 10.5 7.0 : 
Clothing, accessories, end jewelry (percent- 
age of disposable income) -----------.----i. TL%, 12%. 11% Grae 
Clothing, access ories, and jewelry (percent- 
age of consumption expenditures) ---------- 12%. 318% 13% 12% 


Source: A supplement to the Survey of Current Business, National 
Income, 1951 edition. 


Consumers' price index (1935-39"100) for moderate-income 
families in large cities 


’ _. Items | 1950 1949 1941 [935 

Pood --------------------~~--~-.- 52 - 20465-21002 10565 = 10064 
Apparel] ------------------------~--.---- 187.7 198.0 108.3. (968 
Rent 9----3<--<-2--- 22 -e 131.0 127.2 106.4000 cee 
Fuel, electricity, refrigeration samme 14056 * Looee oles pees 
House furnishings ----------------.----- 190.2 195.8 107. <aoae 
Miscellaneous -~----------------~-. leletetantes 156.5 149.9 104.0 98.1 


TA a ce rn ee een soett~arseeneeceitts energy 


Source* Monthly Labor Review. 


Index of Retail Prices of Selected Articles Purchased by Moderate 
Income Families in Large Citios of the United States’ (1935-39%100). 
or a ane LS ee BOR Ba 


1950. 1949 1941 1955 _ 
Women's rayon dresses -----------..--..- 147.1. 16246; 103.6. . Saee 


Va Ee dons pan» REY eee weemeeeeer — B meeN ia meri eee lan) 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, U. S. Department of Labor, 
5» Expenditures for rayon silk dresses. 


Whet clues can we get from the studies of family clothing sup- 

plies? More than half of tho women bought one or more rayon dresses 
during the year, and the average price paid was about $14.98. As 

the income went up, more dresses were bought and higher prices 

were paid. At the income level of $4,000 to $6,000, rayon or 

silk dresses represented a slightly lower percentage of the wo- 

men's total clothing expenditures than at the income level of 

#2 ,000° to $3,000, however. Ferhaps the $12.50 dress reported by 

the %2,000 to $3,000 incane group. would be a good choice for a 

radio broadcast. How does this price check with the prices - 
which the trade reports as best sellers? With the prices reported * 
as best sellers in the comty analyses? Are the fabrics reported 
popular in this price range good dry-cleaning risks? Good wash~ : 
ing risks? Did any of them have good labels on care? 


343(4=52) 


